Research in Higher Education Journal 


Success rates of online versus traditional college students 


Dawn Wilson 

Fayetteville State University 
David Allen 

Fayetteville State University 


ABSTRACT 

Are students setting themselves up for failure by taking online courses? Should 
students be restricted from taking online courses if they have not reached a certain GPA? 
Should students who fail or withdraw from an online course be required to take to traditional 
courses for at least one semester? At one Historically Black College or University (HBCU) 
there seemed to be a marked difference in the success of students taking online courses 
versus students taking face-to-face courses. Online students seemed to have a higher 
withdrawal rate, failure rate and seemed to have more trouble completing assignments by 
the deadline, if at all. Therefore, in the spring 2010 semester data were gathered from four 
management courses, two online and two face-to-face, across two different subjects, with 
different professors and different students to see if there was any notable difference in online 
achievement versus face-to-face achievement and if there was a difference in achievement 
why were online students performing so poorly as compared to face-to-face students. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Many studies have been conducted regarding online learning. Some authors report that 
online learning can be very effective depending on the subject, although perhaps, in courses 
where problem solving is required, such as science or math courses, face-to-face instruction or at 
least synchronous chat with the instructor may be preferred over asynchronous, online learning. 
(Quillen, 2010). Many researchers found no significant difference in satisfaction, motivation or 
achievement between online and traditional learners (Bernard, R., Abrami, P., Lou, Y., 
Borokhovski, E., Wade, A., Wozney, L., Wallet, P., Fiset, M., & Huang, B., 2004). Other 
investigators found that online learning can be as effective as traditional learning (Zhao, Y., Lei, 
J., Yan, B., Lai, C., & Tan, H.S., 2005). According to a 2009 study conducted by the U.S. 
Department of Education, which reviewed more than 1,000 studies conducted on online learning 
between 1996 and 2008, students performed better in an online education situation than in face- 
to-face situations, on average.(Feintuch, 2010). Dr. Robert Murphy, senior research scientist for 
technology learning at SRI and one of the report's authors, states, as cited in Feintuch (2010) 

“We concluded from the research that more time is spent on learning in the online environment. 
Many of the systems provide real-time feedback to students and individualized instruction. It 
also appears that the online-learning environment is more engaging" (p. 20). However, that 
does not mean that online learning is as effective for all learners. Toch (2010) states “The 
younger and more disadvantaged students are, the more they need school to be a place rather 
than merely a process, the more they need to be connected to a network of adults supporting 
them in many different ways every day” (p.73). While Toch is referring to k-12 students in his 
comments, could this statement also be true of college students? Harrington (1999) notes in her 
study, that students taking a traditional statistics course did well overall, regardless of GPA. 
Students in the online course, who had high GPAs also did well; however, online students with 
previously low GPAs did not fare as well as either of the other groups. Artino (2008) notes that 
online learning requires autonomy and self-direction and that students must be able to perform 
independently. Harris and Parrish (2006) found that when they compared two courses, one online 
and one traditional, that there was a significant difference in the learning outcomes between two 
courses and that the in-class students received significantly higher grades and had a lower 
dropout rate. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this research is to determine whether there is a significant difference 
in the success rates of online versus face-to-face learners at one HBCU and if there is a 
significant difference what are the characteristics of successful online learners versus online 
learners who either fail or withdraw from courses. 

Research Questions 

1. Is there a significant difference in the success rates of online students versus face-to- 
face students in two different courses within the school of business? 

2. Are there any common characteristics of the successful online students in the two 
business courses? 

3. If there are common characteristics, what are they? 
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Model 

The model chosen for this study presupposes that precollege characteristics and choices 
made during college have significant impacts on academic performance, and that preference 
for course delivery mode makes a difference in outcome. The present study focuses on 
academic as well as demographic factors in addition to the decision to take a course online 
versus face-to-face. Figure 1 displays a regression model focused on external factors 
presumed to impact grade performance. Each element was chosen as a result of historical 
data at the study institution that indicate a likely influence on course delivery preference. 
Students were compared based on their gender, broad ethnic category (due to lack of 
heterogeneity, students were categorized as either Black or Non-Black), high school grades, 
SAT scores, whether they entered the institution as either a first-time student or a transfer 
student, age, cumulative college GPA, total earned hours, and whether they were lower- or 
upper-division students. The intermediary variable was course mode of delivery as either 
online or face-to-face. The dependent variable consisted of course grade. 

METHODOLOGY 

This study looked at a over 100 students in four different courses, two online, two 
traditional to determine whether there was a significant difference in the achievement of 
these students and, if there was, what in their background made them more successful. 

The sample consisted of 101 undergraduate students who elected to take either 
Management 311 (Principles of Management) or Management 420 (Organizational 
Behavior). The former is the study of the theory and process of management principles and 
basic organization behavior. The latter is the study of human behavior at the individual, 
group and organizational level. 

Both courses were taught online and face-to-face. Table 1 describes the overall 
characteristics of these students as well as the intercorrelations and course delivery 
differences. 

Data Analysis 

Ten measures were taken in this study as described previously. Analyses followed a 
three step approach. First, a comparison of descriptive information as shown in Table 1 
using simple t-test comparisons between course delivery types was conducted. Second, 
analysis of variance (ANOVA) of a 2X2 table was performed as seen in Table 2 using two 
levels of behavior (course completers vs. withdrawers) and delivery mode (online vs. face- 
to-face). And third, multiple regression analysis was conducted in Table 3 regressing nine 
variables on course grade as the dependent variable. As a follow-up strategy in the event that 
variables might be significantly related to course grade, a backward elimination method was 
applied to determine if a reduced set of variables would indicate statistical significance (ie, 
variables with the largest p-value exceeding the specified cutoff value are removed one at a 
time from the model). Akaike’s Information Criteria (AIC) was also applied to the data to 
simultaneously evaluate all possible subsets of the multiple regression model. Models 
associated with the smallest AICs are considered the best fit. 
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FINDINGS 

The primary purpose of this study was to determine whether there was a significant 
difference in the success rates of online versus face-to-face learners at one HBCU and if 
there was a significant difference what were the characteristics of successful online learners 
versus online learners who either failed or withdrew from courses. 

Findings from Table 1 indicated that there were three main differences between online 
and face-to-face students. Online students tended to be female, older and have greater 
earned semester credit hours relative to face-to-face students. 

In Table 2, online course withdrawers and completers were compared to face-to-face 
groups of the same. ANOVA results revealed only one significant difference. Online 
completers had earned significantly greater college credit hours than face-to-face completers 
(F=3.76, df=3/97, pc.01). Although not statistically significant (most likely due to the small 
sample size involved), face-to-face withdrawers had earned substantially fewer credit hours 
than online withdrawers. In general, online students had earned more credit hours than face- 
to-face students. 

Table 3 examined within group differences and enabled a valid comparison between 
the two course delivery systems. Results clearly indicated that cumulative GPA was the 
greatest predictor of course grades, regardless of delivery mode. Almost two-thirds (ie, 

65%) of the variance in grades was accounted for by cumulative GPA alone. An AIC of 2.44 
for the online group and -4.00 for the face-to-face group indicated that the cumulative GPA 
variable was indeed the most powerful predictor of course grades. This trend was further 
confirmed when course grades were disaggregated into successful completers (ie, grades of 
A, B or C), unsuccessful completers (ie, grades of D or F), and withdrawers. Across both 
delivery types, unsuccessful course completers had significantly lower cumulative GPAs 
than either successful completers or withdrawers. 

Limitations 

Two main weaknesses in this study affected generalizability of results. First, it was 
only conducted at one university as opposed to several different universities that might 
represent a more diverse group of students. Second, the study used a convenience sample 
that only consisted of two sections (online and face-to-face) of two courses (MGMT 311 and 
MGMT 420) within the school of business and economics. 

DISCUSSION 

The current study examined whether background variables significantly contributed to 
the academic performance for online and face-to-face students. Findings strengthened 
several assertions cited herein and weakened others. The assertion that attention needs to be 
paid to course-taking decisions by students was supported. Certain students could be setting 
themselves up for failure by taking courses for which they are not prepared. However, the 
assertion that online student perform poorly relative to face-to-face students was not 
supported. Withdrawal rates and failure rates were not significantly different between the 
two modes of course delivery. This is consistent with Bernard et al’s (2004) conclusion, as 
well as the conclusion of the U.S. Department of Education report on online learning noted 
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in Feintuch (2010). However, unlike in Harrington (1999), where students taking a 
traditional face-to-face course did well overall, regardless of GPA, this was not the case in 
the present study. Cumulative GPA was the major driver in the present research, regardless 
of mode of delivery. 

This study reinforces the implication that intrusive academic advising or more personal 
contact with the instructor, whether that is face-to-face, or electronically through online chat, 
texting, or discussion boards, may be critical to the continued success of students with 
marginal cumulative GPAs, regardless of course delivery mode chosen. Perhaps completion 
of a self-directed multimedia training session on how to take online courses could be a 
prerequisite for all students planning to take online courses for the first time. Additionally, it 
should be considered that instructors may need to make a more conscious effort to engage 
students during online instruction as they would when meeting with them face-to-face 
several times a week, reminding students of deadlines for assignments, exams, et cetera 
electronically rather than in person. 

Future studies may want to consider the subject of graduation rates when comparing 
various modes of course delivery. Additionally, attitudinal measures added to such studies 
may enable educators to more effectively intervene before student’s deemed “high risk” turn 
into high dropout. Future studies may also want to consider the amount of personal contact 
between students and the instructor through email, chat and discussion boards and the 
influence that interaction has on the success rates on online students. 
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APPENDIX 


Fig. 1. Regression Model for Impact of Characteristics on Course Grade 
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Table 2. Analysis of Variance Comparing Withdrawers and Completers by Course Delivery Mode 


Behavior 

ONLINE 
(N = 14) 

M S.D. 

F2F 

(N = 6) 

M S.D. 

Withdrawers (N = 20) 





1 Gender 

1.79 

0.43 

1.50 

0.55 

2 Ethnicity 

1.64 

0.49 

2.00 

0.00 

3 HSGPA 

3.02 

0.62 

2.47 

0.37 

4 SAT 

838.00 

88.42 

835.00 

65.34 

5 Transfer 

1.43 

0.51 

1.00 

0.00 

6 Age 

31.42 

8.90 

22.01 

1.30 

7 GPA 

2.96 

0.68 

2.45 

0.30 

8 Earned Hrs 

113.00 

28.61 

87.00 

14.46 

9 Class Group 

2.00 

0.00 

2.00 

0.00 

10 Grade 






ONLINE 

F2F 


(N = 

44) 

(N = 

37) 

Completers (N = 81) 





1 Gender 

1.75 

0.44 

1.54 

0.51 

2 Ethnicity 

1.80 

0.41 

1.86 

0.35 

3 HSGPA 

2.95 

0.53 

2.93 

0.67 

4 SAT 

822.00 

67.91 

853.00 

86.82 

5 Transfer 

1.45 

0.50 

1.46 

0.51 

6 Age 

27.75 

9.02 

25.73 

7.72 

7 GPA 

2.63 

0.76 

2.53 

0.72 

8 Earned Hrs 

110** 

30.84 

94.01** 

22.43 

9 Class Group 

1.93 

0.25 

1.86 

0.35 

10 Grade 

2.09 

1.54 

2.14 

1.60 


*p < .05; ** p < .01; ***p < .001. 

Notes: 

Gender: scored as 1 = Male; 2 = Female 
Ethnicity: Group variable into l=Non-Black; 2=Black 

Transfer status: l=Entered as a first-time student non-transfer; 2=Entered as a transfer student 
GPA: Cumulative college GPA 

Class Group: l=Lower Division student; 2=Uppper Division student 

ANOVA results indicated only one significant difference (see Earned Hrs). Online Completers had earned 
significantly greater college credit hours than Face-to-Face Completers (F = 3.76, df = 3/97, p < .01). 
Small sample sizes among the withdrawer group may deflate actual differences. 
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Table 3. Multiple Regression Analysis Summary for Student Characteristics 
Across Course Delivery Systems 
(Course Completers Only) 










Online 


Face-to-Face 





(N = 44) 


(N = 37 




Variables 

Beta 


Beta 




1 Gender 

-0.12 


0.12 




2 Ethnicity 

-0.89 


0.00 




3 HSGPA 

-0.01 


-0.06 




4 SAT 

-0.09 


-0.08 




5 Transfer 

0.03 


0.02 




6 Age 

0.06 


0.10 




7 GPA 

0.82*** 


0.83*** 




8 Earned Hrs 

-0.02 


-0.06 




9 Class Group 

-0.04 


-0.29 





F(9,34) = 7.12*** 

F(9,27) = 5.57*** 





R-Square = 0.6534 

R-Square = 0.6500 











Dependent variable: Grade (A = 4,... 

,F= 

0) 





*p <.05; ** p 

< .01; ***p < .001. 






Notes: 





Gender: scored as 1 = Male; 2 = Female 




Ethnicity: Group variable into l=Non-Black; 2= 

=Black 





Transfer status: l=Entered as a first-time student non-transfer; 2=Entered as a transfer student 
GPA: Cumulative college GPA 

Class Group: l=Lower Division student; 2=Uppper Division student 
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